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The Me,dia: Midases 
By E a r l e  B e a t t i e  
F ive  and a  h a l f  y e a r s  a f t e r  t h e  S p e c i a l  Senate  Com- 
m i t t e e  Report (Davey Report)  on t h e  Mass Media r evea led  
t h e  g e n e r a l l y  generous and sometimes e x o r b i t a n t  p r o f i t  
l e v e l s  of mass media and deplored  t h e  Midas p o l i c y  of 
owners, an updat ing  by Media Probe shows t h a t  t h e  sit- 
u a t i o n  h a s n ' t  changed, Not only  have n e t  p r o f i t s  been 
main ta in ing  t h e i r  l e v e l s  bu t  some have been cl imbing 
s t e e p l y ,  
A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  " r e t a i n e d  ea rn ings"  have inc reased :  
money h e l d  back from div idends  f o r  l a t e r  investment  i n  
o t h e r  companies o r  f o r  expansion and t h e r e f o r e  r ep re -  
s e n t i n g  a  k ind  of gambling f o r  h i g h e r  s t a k e s  l a t e r .  
Premier Cab lecas t ing  of Vancouver, f o r  example, bought 
Keeble Cable of Toronto and t h e  Toronto S t a r  bought a  
52% i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  Harlequin romance f i c t i o n  f a c t o r y ,  
On t o p  of t h a t ,  t h e  media p r o p e r t i e s  b r i n g  i n  c a p i t a l  
g a i n s  when s o l d ,  
A l l  ,his i s  made a c s s i b l e ,  a s  t h e  Davey Report 
~ o i n t e d  nut,  because cf r e l a t i v e l y  l o w  a.nd s t a b l e  c o s t s  
and t he  s h c ~ t  changing by newspaper and broadcas t  com- 
pan ies  on c o n t e n t ,  e.&. on e d i t o E i a l  and program 
q u a l i t y .  
Yet t h e  p u b l i c  remains uninformed on t h e  s i t u a t i o n ,  
"We a r e  confronted  wi th  a d e l i c i o u s  i rony:  an i n d u s t r y  
t h a t  i s  supposed t o  abhor s e c r e t s  i s  s i t t i n g  on one of 
t h e  bes t -kept  l eas t -d i scussed  s e c r e t s ,  one of t h e  
h o t t e s t  scoops i n  t h e  e n t i r e  f i e l d  of Canadian bus iness  
- t h e i r  own balance s h e e t s ! "  t h e  Davey Report r evea led  
(p.63, Vol. 1 ) .  
Of course it had been a secret as the media control 
much of public information and criticism. While they 
report and comment on almost everybody else, they say 
little of themselves or of a critical nature on the 
business world. What they do publish on the media 
often consists of poor-mouthing on profits (all the way 
to the bank) or on the hard life of media owners and 
managers in the cost-price squeeze which Davey found 
didn't exist. 
The report estimated that from 1958 to 1967 the 
after-tax average profit for all newspapers as a per- 
centage of equity was between 12.3 and 17.15%. That 
compared with the manufacturing industry as a whole at 
0 4 .  Moreover "retained earnings" ranged from 10.6 
to 17.8 percent. 
"The other thing to note is how wondrously profit- 
able some broadcasting operations can be," the Report 
said. "The largest revenue-group of TV stations, for 
instance, earned a before-tax profit (on equity) of 
98.5% in 1964. At that rate, even after taxes, share- 
holders would recover their entire investment in two 
years!" (p.62, Vol. 1). Overall, radio and television 
stations in the five years 3964 to 196e showed r 3 t n ~  ~f 
profit raxging from 8.1% to 20.4%, Th,rjc svc.rs:e, 9: 
- 
course, like the man who drowned in an 7-imF sge 
of water, includes stations that lost mcne:i, 3 1 ~ ,  
generally speaking, the Davey Report spokz of 1 3 ~ 2 L a  
corporations in terms of "very large profitst', ''~*oLus5ly 
profitable", "idle money piling up" through high profits 
and of broadcasting in particular, "The profit ~ a r g i n s  
in broadcasting, for instance, indicate that the indus- 
try as a whole can readily afford to supply its audi- 
ence with the Canadian content that the country has 
long needed,.." (p.64). The failure of almost all media 
to put more of their profits back into Setter content 
was called, even in this senatorial report, "a rip-off". 
In cablecasting, Lord Thomson's much quoted phrase 
that getting a broadcasting license was like having a 
license to print money, could be applied with even 
greater emphasis. Here the figures given by the 
Davey Report for five established companies earned 
after-tax income ranging from "18.5% to 56.16% on 
undepreciated capital." Seminars held by the Canadian 
Cable TV Association in 1971 showed that a 30,000 home 
system would retire its entire debt within 5 years 
and then begin to pay handsome profits. 
Highly instructive, too, was a statement made last 
year by Sydney Welsh, chairman of Premier Cablevision 
Ltd., of Vancouver, Canada's largest cable company, 
when he told Globe and Mail financial reporter, Nicho- 
las Cotter: "There are an indicated 2.6 million cable 
users in Canada or about 50 percent of all households 
with television. Mr. Welsh noted that 'all of the 
capably-run cable companies have consistently made 
profits and improved on profits annually during the 
past five years.' Much of the improved profitability 
was accounted for by expansion and acquisitions... 
Lawrence Fox, Premier's treasurer, commented that the 
number of Premier cable subscribers increased more 
than 50 per cent in the past 18 months to 463,900 from 
300,000. (March 25/75)." 
In a gauche, mercenary-minded interview, Mr. Welsh 
said the granting of exclusive areas to cable companies 
by the CRTC is not necessarily in the best interest of 
cable users as the cable companies "are taking over the 
smaller ones," and he felt in his hardware way that 
"large companies have the expertise and necessary cash. 
Small is Ugly. Mr. Welsh and Company had just bought 
Keeble with CRTC blessing. While money was the hand-. 
maiden of hardware it was not any help to software in 
Mr. Welsh's self-serving logic. In opposing a CRTC 
suggestion that cable companies direct 10 per cent of 
their gross revenue to community programming, he argued 
t h a t  l f d o l l a r s  do n o t  make good programming." Apparently,  
d o l l a r s  going i n t o  pockets  do. 
Exorb i t an t  profit-making i n  c a b l e  h a s  been p o s s i b l e  
because t h e  companies have a monopoly i n  t h e i r  a r e a s  
and t h e y  h a v e n ' t  had t o  pay f o r  t h e  programs t h e y  p u l l  
o u t  of t h e  air.  
The p r o f i t  f i g u r e s  p resen ted  below, s e r v e  t o  show 
how e l e p h a n t i n e  t h e  media have become. Let  u s  be more 
s c i e n t i f i c  and s a y  t h a t  mass media a r e ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  
massive. But i n  t h e  massing p rocess  t h e y  have become 
e l i t e ,  h i e r a r c h i c a l  power c e n t r e s  o r  p o t e n t i a l  c e n t r e s ,  
l o s i n g  d i v e r s i t y ,  mocking freedom of t h e  p r e s s ,  and 
growing i n t o  b u r e a u c r a t i c ,  one-way, bus iness  organs,  
wi thout  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  o r  much feedback and t o t a l l y  
l a c k i n g  i n  anyth ing  c a l l e d  communication. 
Net P r o f i t s  A f t e r  A l l  Cos ts  And Expenses 
F i s c a l  Year Ending I n  1975 
The Big Three Newspaper Chains 
F ree  P r e s s  P u b l i c a t i o n s  $ 12,237,000 
Southam P r e s s  Ltd 18,683,000 
Thomson Newspaper Limited 35,154,000 
$ 66,075,000 
I f  only  2% of t h i s  p r o f i t  were used f o r  sending  Cana- 
d i a n  correspondents  abroad t o  cover  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  
a f f a i r s ,  i n s t e a d  of r e l y i n g  on U.S. sources ,  t h e  t o t a l  
a v a i l a b l e  would be $1,321,500. I n  1970 t h e  Davey Report 
c a l c u l a t e d  t h e  c o s t  of m a m t a i n i n g  f o r e i g n  correspond- 
e n t s  a t  "upwards of $25,000 a y e a r ,  and thought  i f  
Canadian P r e s s  (CP) added 6 men a t  $40,000 t o  i t s  
s t a f f  (now almost n e g l i g i b l e  wi th  a h a l f  dozen men i n  
Washington, London, P a r i s ) ,  t h e  t o t a l  c o s t  t o  CP1s 
owners, t h e  d a i l y  p u b l i s h e r s ,  would be $240,000. 
Th i s ,  of course ,  i s  peanuts  t o  t h e  pub l i she r s .  If 
only  2% were used as we suggested a t  twice  t h e  r a t e  
of 1970 o r  $80,000, Canada could have 16% men 
But t h a t  1 6  added t o  a h a l f  dozen t h e  CBC mainta ins  
abroad and a  few by CTV, a few from Southam News Serv- 
i c e  and t h e  odd rov ing  r e p o r t e r ,  s t i l l  i s  n o t  n e a r l y  
enough f o r  one of t h e  wor ld ' s  l e a d i n g  i n d u s t r i a l  na- 
t i o n s ,  namely Canada. And our media owners, a s  we 
have seen ,  c e r t a i n l y  have t h e  money. The p r o f i t  above 
r e p r e s e n t s  52% of t h e  t o t a l  d a i l y  newspaper c i r c u l a -  
t i o n  i n  Canada enjoyed by t h e  t h r e e  chains .  Let  u s  
t h e r e f o r e  add 48% t o  t h a t  p r o f i t  t o t a l  as a rough 
e s t i m a t e  f o r  t o t a l  d a i l y  papers '  p r o f i t  and we g e t  
ano the r  $38,715,000 p r o f i t  f o r  a  grand t o t a l  of 
$97,791,000. For 2% of t h i s  sum o r  $1,955,820 we would 
have 24 correspondents .  This  i s  a more r e s p e c t a b l e  
number f o r  a  stzrt. 
But t h i s  count ry  had 103 Canadian communities where 
a d a i l y  newspaper w a s  publ i shed  o r  where a  primary a s  
opposed t o  a  s a t e l l i t e  TV s t a t i o n  was l o c a t e d  o r  where 
one of t h e  major groups owns a  media o u t l e t  - t h a t  i s  
t h e  number f o r  most important  media o u t l e t s  i n  Canada 
- and t h e r e  were i n  t h e s e  103 p l a c e s  a  t o t a l  of 485 
u n i t s  o f  mass communications a s  of J u l y  1970. Groups 
c o n t r o l l e d  h a l f  of a l l  t h e s e  u n i t s .  
But t h i s  i s  a > f i v e  yea r  o ld  f i g u r e .  There a r e  more 
o u t l e t s  today. A s  of l a s t  y e a r ,  my es t ima te  is  t h a t  
Canada had 1 ,169 mainl ine  newspaper and broadcas t  media 
p l u s  ano the r  400 c a b l e  systems wi th  $125,000,000 annual 
revenues,  My mainl ine o u t l e t s ,  u n l i k e  Davey's,  i nc ludes  
a l l  t h e  TV boos te r  o r  s a t e l l i t e  s t a t i o n s ,  CBC and p r i -  
vate ,  t he  A.M. and F,M, radio s t a t i o n s  and 115 d a i l y  
newspapers, The s t a t i o n s  draw revenue through adver- 
t i s i n g  t h a t  reaches a l l  these viewers, 
I f  2% of the p r o f i t s  of a l l  t he  mainline papers and 
s t a t i o n s  and the cable companies a re  taken, the  t o t a l  
ava i lab le  f o r  Canada would be enough t o  put a man (o r  
woman) i n  half  the countr ies  of the  w o r l d  and a l so  t o  
beef-up domestic coverage, 
But even two percent i s  a pi t tance,  Here a re  fu r the r  
f igu res  from other companies: 
Net P r o f i t s  
(Fiscal  year ending i n  1975) 
Baton Broadcasting, CFTO 4,754,000 
Canadian Cablesystems, Toronto 5,929,000 
Canadian Cableca-sting 622,000 
CHUM Limited 2,806,000 
Maclean-Hunter 6,100,000 
Premier Cable Co. 2,293,000 
Quebecor 1,503,000 
Reader's Digest 1,376,000 
Selkirk Holdings 4,479,000 
Standard Broadcasting 3,277,000 
Toronto S ta r  Limited 9,389,000 
Sun Publishing (Vancouver) 3,785,000 
Western Broadcasting 2,761,000 
Yes, Reader's Digest should help t o  f i e l d  Canadian 
correspondents abroad i f  it i s  t o  remain on the Cana- 
dian newsstands. The l i t t l e  monster t h a t  grew out of 
No. 1 Minetta Lane i n  Greenwich Village t o  i t s  present 
25 million c i r cu la t ion  provides ignorant,  conservative, 
U,S. perceptions on foreign a f f a i r s ,  So does Time 
magazine which takes  an enormous amount of money out 
of Canada i n  advert is ing even a f t e r  los ing t ax  p r iv i -  
leges. 
Cable companies have escaped entirely and cannot be 
excepted. They pass on U.S.-originated foreign news 
with its "information dependencyf' as Prof. Rick Butler 
referred to it in our last issue, leading to the kind 
of biased reporting we had from Associated Press and 
United Press for 10 years on Vietnam, on Cuba and Latin 
America generally, on Africa with Angola as a recent 
example and almost every area of the world. "Cultural 
imperialism by requestv Butler called acceptance by 
Canadian Press (CP) of the U.S. news agencies' wire 
copy. This applies also to film and video feeds to 
Canadian TV stations, voice reports on radio and 
feature material in newspapers. "vnadians must also 
cover the U.S. as a foreign country and not rely on 
Americans telling us the truth about themselves. 
A part of that measly 2 per cent and later an 
additional sum should be applied initially on the 
domestic scene to popular culture, especially the 
comic strips which now come entirely from the U.S.A. 
God knows what harm Little Orphan Annie has done to 
this country, The chauvinistic, right-wing, middle 
American tyke with her hero Daddy Warbucks as the 
multinational American tycoon smashing everything 
before him must give way to sane Canadian material by 
Canadian cartoonists along with all the other U,S. 
strips, bought cheaply from U.S. syndicates by cheap 
publishers. I place this as a high priority because 
the comics, next to children's programs on TV, are the 
first brainwashing Canadian children receive from U,S, 
media at the most impressicmble pre-school age. 
The destruction of Canadian identity, or at least 
its non-development, the lack of opportunity for 
Canadian talent whether columnists, cartoonists or 
commentators, the absence of in-depth reporting and 
the socio-economic-political consequences of manip- 
ulation by corporate ideology are all part of Midas 
control of media, 
When the business men moved into the mass media 
field it was like moving into any new investment area 
with no special consideration for the media's "public 
utility" or common carrier characteristics. No vision 
of service to the community, no impulse toward a crea- 
tive, perhaps innovative form, no thought of penetrat- 
ing social analysis or even of dedication to the "free 
marketplace of ideasrf obscured their perception. They 
see the organs of what should be information and en- 
lightment solely in terms of this sort of Financial Post 
observation of May 1/76: "From a stock market point of 
view, Canada's media firms rate favorably. With a 
positive outlook for earnings, their stock would ordi- 
narily be expected to outperform the market in this 
stagen. And "outdoor advertising has also increased 
its market shareover this period .,reflecting adver- 
tisers' efforts to get their message to consumers while 
in their automobilesmH 
0, the beauties of the countryside as seen through 
the advertisers eyes! Or this from Nesbitt Thomson 
and Co. in the Globe and Mail, "the firm sees merchan- 
dising communications, real estate and steel as the 
most attractive of areas among equities .,Communication 
stocks are recommended because they enjoy good competi- 
tive positions and can pass on cost increases.. The 
choices by Nesbitt, Thomson are CHUM B, Baton Broad- 
casting, Thomson Newspapers and Canadian Cablesystems." 
These are not writers, journalists, actors, drama- 
tists, directors, editors or creative people who view 
media as avenues of public enlightenment and self-ex- 
presion. Only visions of dollar signs dance in their 
eyes. Advertising is what really counts; they sell the 
media to "consumers" not to people and then sell the 
consumers to the advertisers. As the Davey Report put 
it, "What the media are selling in a capitalist socie- 
ty is an audience and the means to reach that audience 
with its advertising messages... In this sense, the 
content - good or bad, timid or courageous, stultify- 
ing or brilliant, dull or amusing, is nothing more 
than the means of attracting the audience (p,4O,~ol,l) 
Selling people, even as consumers rather than 
people, goes by the name of slavery, But here the 
reader, listener or viewer is not even dignified by 
being put on a block for inspection. In the words of 
Gaye Tuchman, "Highly organized owners confront a 
disorganized audience, whom they sell to advertisers 
at varying rates of x dollars per thousand viewers, 
Also, in spite of their frequent arguments that pro- 
gramming is what it is because the audience wants it 
so, producers of programs have little knowledge of the 
audience for whom they are designing shows. Using 
ratings, they supposedly know the size and demographic 
composition of the audience, but even this information 
is inexact." (The TV Establishment, p.4-5). 
Audiences are attracted and held, up to a point, as 
cheaply as possible. The marketeer's view is not to 
expand their minds but to pilfer their pockets, getting 
away with what the market will bear, If you have 
managed to buy out or operate as part of your local 
combination the only newspaper competition in town, 
there is not much the reader can do about mediocrity, 
King Midas magic touch was that everything turned to 
gold, even alas food, even as the Toronto Star's net 
profit rose from $1,643,000 in 1968 to $9,389,000 in 
1975, They had turned the Telegram to gold with a 
$10,000,000 purchase in 1971 and last year paid 
!$ZZ,5OO,OOO for a share of Harlequin books, 
But even with Canadianization and more money pried 
loose for quality, the present zuthoritative structure 
with all its human alienation cannot endure for long, 
It will be supplanted by a truly communicative system 
of small scale units, overcoming fragmentation with a 
national consensus-forming system like the CBC, all 
publicly-owned, 
